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Perceived benefits and church participation: a 
comparative study among regular and irregular 
church goers. 
 
Introduction 
 
Over the past few decades the topic of church participation has been extensively researched in 
the sociology literature. Various approaches have been employed to understand this 
phenomenon. At its earlier stage, the subject of church participation has been studied through 
lenses of deprivation theory, localism theory, child rearing theory, and doctrinal beliefs theory 
that constituted the so-called ‘old paradigm’ (Hoge, R and Carroll, 1978). 
 The subject of church participation has also been discussed in the marketing literature. 
One of the first scholars to discuss the potential application of marketing principles to religion 
was Culliton (1959), who suggested that the growth of religion was inhibited by the churches’ 
inability to adopt effective marketing concepts. Subsequently, an increasing number of studies 
have provided theoretical and empirical support for the application of marketing to encourage 
people to join a particular religion, maintain loyalty to their religion, increase their sense of 
religiosity and make financial contributions to religious organisations (Mottner and Ford, 
2010). 
 In 1980’s, on one hand, there was a trend in decline of traditional religious institutions 
while on the other hand there was increase of unconventional institutions with individualised 
forms of faith expression (Zinnbauer et al., 1999). These changes sparked new ways of thinking 
about church participation phenomenon. In order to overcome the limitations of ‘old 
paradigm’, a ‘new paradigm’ often associated with the rational choice theory of religion 
(Warner, 1993), attempted to examine the driving factors behind church participation from a 
rational decision perspective The ‘new paradigm’ posits that religious participation is driven 
by the participants’ perception of the benefits and costs associated with participating in 
religious activities (Iannaccone, 1997). Consequently, churches attempt to provide various 
benefits through their programs and activities to attract attendees and encourage participation 
among existing and prospective church members. The marketing communications of the 
church are also designed to inform prospective attendees of the benefits that the church offers 
in terms of social, psychological, and spiritual support (Vokurka et al., 2002). 
 While literature on the rational choice theory is maturing, there are extant gaps in the 
research that the present study aims to address. First, although the rational choice theorists have 
made compelling arguments in regards of the role of ‘perceived benefits’ in encouraging 
religious participation, there are apparently little research that have provided empirical 
evidence on the link between various types of benefits with extent of church participation. 
Thus, the first objective of this study is to examine: (i) what constitute the range of perceived 
benefits associated with church participation and (ii) the extent of influence of these perceived 
benefits on church participation. The second objective of this study is to examine whether the 
effects of ‘perceived benefits’ and ‘church participation’ are consistent across the regular and 
irregular church goers. The central focus of marketing in the church context is to understand 
the needs of its constituents and provide relevant services that address those needs 
(Mulyanegara et al., 2010). Therefore, marketers need to understand the important benefits 
associated with church services from the perspective of their loyal customers (regular church 
goers) and less loyal (irregular church goers) customers. The irregular church goers in this 
study represent ‘those who label themselves as belonging to one or other of the Christian 
denominations in the census or other surveys, but who attend church services of worship less 
than once a month” (Bentley et al., 1992, p.1). The first section of this paper provides an 
overview of church participation literature, followed by a theoretical background of the 
relevant benefits included in this study. This is followed by an overview of methodology, 
discussion of results, limitations, and research implications. 
 
Theoretical Background 
 
Rational choice theory of religion 
The theory of ‘rational choice’ has its roots in the classical economic theory of Adam Smith 
(Iannacone, 1992). The central assumption of the theory is that people approach religion in the 
same way that they approach other objects of choice - that is, by evaluating costs and benefits, 
and then acting to maximise the potential benefits (Iannacone, 1992). The theory thus views 
the individual as a rational actor who makes the best choice based on an evaluation of net 
benefits. Thus, a person’s decision to participate in church activities is determined by a rational 
evaluation of the potential costs associated with participation (such as: financial, time, effort) 
and the potential benefits associated with it (such as: spiritual, social, intellectual, 
entertainment) (Christiano et al., 2008). 
 The ‘rational choice’ theory has significantly shaped the study of religion over the past 
two decades; indeed, scholars have begun to use secular terminologies (such as ‘religious 
markets’, ‘religious competition’, and ‘religious consumption’) in discussing the sociology of 
religious participation. Iannaccone (1995) asserted that the combined actions of ‘consumers’ 
and ‘producers’ form a religious market which is shaped by consumers’ preferences. This 
freedom to choose from among the diverse range of available alternatives means that there is a 
form of ‘competition’ among the ‘providers’ of religion. In such a competitive environment, 
Iannaccone (1995) argued that a key success factor in religious markets is how the religious 
organisations respond to the offerings of their ‘competitors’. Therefore, an understanding of 
relevant perceived benefits can help church leaders to design effective services and activities 
which suit the needs of the consumers and therefore make the church stands out from the 
‘competitors’. 
 However, while supply side offers a range of products, the question of the needs of 
individuals when they make a decision regarding their church participation remains of interest 
to researchers. It is known that individuals are goal seekers and their activities are directed in 
pursuit of what is important and significant to them. The following section provides an 
overview of the relevant benefits associated with church participation. 
 
Search for the sacred: spiritual benefits 
‘Personal relationship with God’ has been cited as one of the major drivers of church 
participation in previous studies (Hoge, R and Carroll, 1978; Hoge, R. et al., 1993; Hoge, R. 
and Polk, 1980). The terms ‘intrinsic religiosity’ and ‘extrinsic religiosity’ were coined by 
Allport and Ross (1967). Gorsuch (1994, p.317) described ‘intrinsic religiosity’ as the 
motivation to experience religion “for the sake of the faith itself”. Intrinsically-oriented 
individuals participate in church-related activities to search for personal relationship with 
God. Pargament (2002, p.177) asserted that intrinsic religious orientation is characterised by 
“a belief in a greater meaning in life, a secure relationship with God, and a sense of spiritual 
connectedness with others”. Consistent with the literature, we argue for ‘perceived spiritual 
benefits’ as an antecedent of church participation. The following hypothesis is thus proposed: 
 
 H1: Perceived spiritual benefits are positively associated with church participation 
 
Search for belonging: social benefits 
Ploch and Hastings (1998) argued for a variant of the rational choice theory that stresses on 
current social context as a better predictor of church participation. To a large extent, Christian 
faith is developed through involvement with a community of faith and nurtured within a 
network of relationships with other believers. Past studies have found that the ability to make 
friends within a church is an attractive feature of church services (Olson, 1989) and that 
recruitment of new church members are based on the friendship networks of the church current 
members (Stark and Bainbridge, 1987). Ploch and Hastings (1998) found that friendship 
network is a stronger predictor of church participation than parental church attendance and 
current family status. Consistent with the literature, this study proposes that ‘perceived social 
benefits’ is positively associated with church participation, leading us to the second hypothesis: 
 
 H2: Perceived social benefits are positively associated with church participation 
 
Search for significance: purpose in life benefits 
Eight out of ten Australians feel their life has a sense of purpose; in response to the question 
'I feel my life has a sense of purpose', 38% of Australians agreed strongly, 43% agreed, 13% 
were unsure, 5% disagreed and 2% disagreed strongly (Francis and Kaldor, 2001). In a study 
involving Australian population, Francis and Kaldor (2001) found that church attendance has 
a significant positive relationship to purpose in life. Consistent with previous studies on 
Australian spirituality (Bouma, 2006; Bouma and Lennon, 2003), the research work by Francis 
and Kaldor (2001) confirmed that for many Australians, religious faith is an important factor 
in their sense of meaning and purpose in life. 
 The present study proposes to incorporate the construct of ‘purpose in life’ as an 
antecedent of church participation in the form of perceived purpose in life benefits. This 
approach is consistent with the ‘theory of the search for meaning and belonging’, which holds 
that individual striving for purpose in life is an antecedent of religious behaviour (Furseth and 
Repstad, 2006). 
 
 H3: Perceived purpose in life benefits is positively associated with church participation 
 
Regular and irregular church goers 
Regular and irregular church goers may perceive different benefits from church participation. 
In addition, the effects of these perceived benefits on their extent of participation in church 
related activities may also be different. Iannaccone (1995) argued that people who have made 
greater investments in religion are likely to gain more benefits from their religious 
participation. Pargament (2002, p.178) noted that “not everyone experience the same benefits 
from religion. Religiousness is more helpful to more socially marginalized groups (e.g., older 
people, African Americans, women, poor people) and to those who are more religiously 
committed.” More recently, a study by Mochon et al. (2011) found that while committed 
believers may gain certain benefits from their church participation, those who are less 
committed in their beliefs actually see little benefits from participating in church related 
activities. Consistent these arguments, we anticipate that the effects of perceived benefits and 
church participation is stronger among regular than irregular church goers. With this hypothesis 
in mind, we assume that regular church goers are more religiously committed than irregular 
church goers. Figure 1 outlines the conceptual framework of this study based on an overview 
of the literature. 
 
 H4: The relationship between ‘perceived benefits’ and ‘church participation’ is stronger 
        among regular (CG) than irregular (CG) church goers. 
 Methods 
 
Participants 
The sampling frame consists of regular church goers (CG) and irregular church goers (ICG) in 
Australia. For the purpose of this study, church goers (CG) are defined as those who attend 
Christian church services of worship at least once a month. From the characteristics of 
respondents (Table 1), it was found that the majority of CG respondents attend church services 
every week. Irregular church goers (ICG), on the other hand, are defined as those who consider 
themselves as belonging to Christian faith but who attend church services of worship less than 
once a month. This definition of ICG is consistent with the term nominal Christians used by 
Bentley, et.al (1992). 
 
Procedure 
This study employed non-probability sampling technique in the form of self-administered 
survey. To recruit CG respondents, the researcher approached a district leader in a particular 
evangelical denomination in Australia to send an invitation to participate in the study to church 
leaders throughout Melbourne metropolitan and suburban area. Thirteen church leaders, of the 
40 invited, responded positively to the invitation and agreed to allow the researcher to approach 
their congregation for data collection. 1085 questionnaires were distributed in thirteen churches 
that participated in the study. The number of attendees slightly varies between churches with 
an average of 100 adult attendees in every service. A total of 344 usable questionnaires were 
received, indicating a response rate of over 31% which is considerably high given the absence 
of incentive. 
 The ICG respondents were recruited through an advertisement on the ‘voluntary’ 
section of the community newspapers in Melbourne suburban and metropolitan area. In the 
advertisement, the researcher invited people who used to attend church regularly (at least once 
a month) at some stages of their life, but do not attend regularly anymore (less than once a 
month) to participate in the study. This condition was imposed to ensure that respondents have 
the sufficient knowledge to effectively answer the questions in the survey. The advertisements 
were run for five weeks period in six different community newspapers covering selected inner 
city and suburban area. In the ensuing period, 265 people responded to the advertisement and 
248 people agreed to participate. During the telephone and e-mail inquiry, the researcher asked 
a few questions relating to the prospective respondents’ churchgoing experience. This was done 
to ensure that prospective respondents fit the criteria to participate in the study. Consistent with 
the literature, the use of convenience sampling was expected to generate more response as 
compared to probability sampling technique (Malhotra et al., 2002). A total of 220 usable 
questionnaires were returned, giving a response rate of almost 90%. The following table 
presents an overview of respondents’ characteristics, including demographics, frequency of 
church attendance, and denomination affiliations. 
 
Measures 
Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations for the main variables used in the 
analysis. All items were measured on scale 1 to 7 where 1 indicates strongly disagree/very low 
extent and 7 strongly agree/very great extent. 
 
Spiritual Benefits 
This study uses Emmons’ et.al (1998) measure of ‘spiritual goals’ to measure spiritual benefits. 
The scale was originally designed to assess choices that individuals make as they direct their 
lives toward particular spiritual outcomes such as ‘developing spiritual meaning in life’, ‘bring 
my life in line with my beliefs’, and ‘deepen my spirituality’. The wording of these items are 
preserved to be identical with Emmons, et.al (1998) version and respondents were asked to 
indicate the extent to which they believe church participation can help them to achieve those 
spiritual-related outcomes in life. 
 
Social Benefits 
The social benefits scales were adapted from Emmons, et.al (1998) measure of ‘affiliation 
goals’, which were designed to assess individuals’ strivings to achieve social outcomes such 
as meeting new people and building friendships. The respondents were asked to indicate the 
extent to which they believe church participation can help them to achieve particular social 
benefits in life. These items are considered important as churches are often regarded as a place 
to develop social networks and relationships (Furseth and Repstad, 2006). 
 
Purpose in life 
Scales relating to ‘purpose in life’ benefits were adapted from Crumbaugh’s (1968) Purpose in 
Life (PIL) measure. Hoge and Polk (1980) used four items from the Purpose in Life (PIL) 
(Crumbaugh, 1968) index to measure subjective deprivation as the antecedent of church 
participation. Although the measures have been extensively used in the literature (Kopp et al., 
1998; Marsh et al., 2003), the fact that it has been four decades since the measure was invented 
necessitated the modification of the wordings to suit the research context under examination. 
Akin to the other constructs, respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they believe 
church participation can help them to achieve their ultimate purpose in life. 
 
Church Participation 
The list of items in the ‘church participation’ section was developed based on a summary of 
the ‘most common’ type of activities shared by the thirteen churches participating in this study. 
In this section, respondents were asked to score the extent of their participation in church-
related activities such as worship services, fundraising events, special events, and social 
activities for the preceding three months on a scale of 1 to 7 ranging from never to always. 
 
Demographic Control Variables 
In order to gain insights into similarities and differences between the two groups of participants, 
a number of demographic measures were used as controls in hierarchical multiple regression 
analysis. Stolzenberg et al. (1995) found that changes in life circumstances, including: (i) the 
presence of children, (ii) divorce, and (iii) age have significant effects on church participation. 
Ploch and Hastings (1998) suggest that as children grow up, they tend to attend churches less 
regularly as they are moving away from home. Given that the present study includes both 
regular church-goers (CG) and irregular churchgoers (ICG) in the sampling frame, it is possible 
to compare the impact of these demographic factors on church participation across these two 
populations. For the purpose of this study, we included gender, age, club/association, number 
of children, marital status, income and country of origin as the control variables. 
 
Results 
 
Measurement Bias 
The validity of research findings can be compromised if there is a measurement bias in terms 
of key variables. Therefore, patterns of mean, median, skewness, and kurtosis were analysed 
to assess any violations against assumptions. The results found no threat to validity as most of 
the skewness and kurtosis values shown are generally close to zero. 
 
Scale validity and reliability 
Prior to testing our hypotheses, we used confirmatory factor analysis (AMOS 17.0) to assess 
the fit of our measures (see Table 2 for individual items and item loadings and Table 3 for 
reliabilities, means, and standard deviations). We examined factor loadings ( > 0.70) for each 
item on the corresponding construct and whether items had large residuals ( > 2.58) 
simultaneously with other items in the construct (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). 
 Next, we evaluated convergent and discriminant validity. We evaluated convergent 
validity by examining factor loadings, composite reliability, and the average variance extracted 
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The internal consistency measures were used to further support 
the presence of convergent validity of the constructs, with recommended composite reliability 
scores above 0.70 (Sarkar et al., 2001). Table 3 shows that the composite reliabilities of the 
constructs ranged between 0.65 and 0.91. Furthermore, the AVE for all constructs was above 
0.50; therefore, all three conditions for convergent validity were met. We next assessed the 
discriminant validity of the four constructs using a stronger test recommended by Fornell and 
Larcker (1981), that is, the square root of the AVE for each construct should exceed all the 
corresponding correlations between that and any other constructs. The factor correlation matrix 
depicted in Table 3, indicates that the square root of the AVE exceeds the correlation between 
each construct. Hence, the test of discriminant validity was also met. 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Measurement invariance 
Measurement invariance is defined as “measurement theory condition in which the measures 
forming a measurement model have the same meaning and are used in the same way by 
different groups of respondents” (Hair et al., 2006). As this study involved two groups of 
respondents, a comparison of the inter-construct relationship between the two sample groups 
is only valid if measurement invariance exists. The assessment for measurement invariance is 
done through an examination of the differences in chi-square values (Δχ²) between the models. 
Five fit indices in the forms of Normed Chi-Square (NC), RMSEA, TLI, NFI, and CFI are used 
to assess the practical fit of the models to the data. 
 The configural invariance model serves as a benchmark against which the fit of more 
restricted models is compared. The ‘baseline model’ had acceptable fit with the data as 
reflected in the following: χ² (48) = 78.2 (p = .000), NC (1.629), RMSEA (.033), TLI (.989), 
CFI (.993), and NFI (.982). 
 Metric invariance test was employed through constraining the matrix of loadings 
between the measured variables and latent variables to be equal across two groups. The ‘metric 
model’ had acceptable fit with the data as reflected in the fit indices including χ² (54) = 83.6 (p 
= .000), NC (1.548), RMSEA (.031), TLI (.991), CFI (.993), and NFI (.981). Subsequent to the 
assessment of the model fit, the appropriate test was conducted by nesting the model in the 
configural model and test for chi-square difference. The results, Δχ² (Δdf) = 5.4 (6), p>0.05 
suggests that metric invariance was supported since the differences between the two groups are 
not significant at 0.05 level. The existence of metric invariance in this study lends support that 
the CG and ICG respondents interpret and use the scales in the same way. Consequently, there 
is enough evidence to conduct consequent analysis. 
 
Tests of hypotheses 
Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to test hypotheses and the results for each 
group – CG and ICG are shown in Table 4. All hypotheses were tested as a one-tailed test. 
 Table 4 shows that church participation among the regular church goers group has a 
positive relationship with both spiritual (β =0.21,p< 0.01) and social benefits (β = 0.28,                
p<0.01). This result supports H1 and H2. However, we did not find support for H3 that 
predicted the positive relationship between purpose in life and church participation. 
Furthermore, among demographic variables we observed that club association (β =0.12, 
p<0.05) and country of origin (β =0.13, p<0.05) have positive relationships with church 
participation. This model overall explains 25% variance in dependent variable. 
 In relations to irregular church goers we found that both spiritual (β =0.22, p<0.05) and 
social benefits (β = 0.36, p<0.01) also are the strong predictors of church participation, while 
purpose in life is not a significant component. In similar vein to the CG sample group, it lends 
support to hypotheses H1 and H2, but there is no support for H3. Among demographic variables 
we observed that club association (β =0.12, p<0.05) has positive association with church 
participation. However, in contrast to the CG sample group, having children (β = 0.19, p<0.01) 
is found to be a motivating factor to participate in church activities, thus lending support to the 
‘child rearing theory’. The model explains 24% variance. 
 In addition we tested whether regular church goers differ from irregular church goers on church 
participation and three main antecedents. Contrary to the expectation, results of t-test (see Table 
3) show that church goers scored significantly higher on all three independent and one 
dependent variables, thereby confirming H4. 
 
Discussion 
The effects of ‘perceived benefits’ on ‘religious participation’ has been frequently discussed in 
the domain of sociology literature, particularly by the proponents of the rational choice theory. 
This study has made at least two important contributions to this body of research. 
 
 First, this study contributes to the body of literature by providing an empirical support 
on the relationship between ‘perceived benefits’ and ‘church participation’. The analysis found 
significant associations between the two constructs in both regular and irregular church goers 
sample group. While this study does not explicitly measure respondents’ religiosity, the 
findings of this study suggest that religiosity can be conceptually linked with positive 
perception of perceived benefits. Those who attend the church more regularly (assumed as 
more religiously committed) are more affected by ‘perceived benefits’ than irregular church 
goers. The findings of this study are consistent with arguments proposed by previous 
researchers in this area: that those who are more religiously committed see more benefits from 
participating in church activities (Iannaccone, 1995; Mochon et al., 2011; Pargament, 2002). 
 Second, this study incorporates three different dimensions of ‘perceived benefits’ to 
identify which element performs the strongest effects on church participation. The results of 
the analysis indicate that ‘perceived social benefits’ is the strongest determinant of ‘church 
participation’ in both groups. This is consistent with Ploch and Hastings (1998) argument about 
the importance of friendship network in church settings. The findings imply that the more 
people anticipate getting social benefits from church-related activities, the higher their extent 
of participation in those activities. Another interesting finding is the fact that ‘purpose in life 
benefits’ is not significantly associated with ‘church participation’ in both sample groups. This 
is, to some extent, consistent with previous studies (Hoge, R and Carroll, 1978; Hoge, R. and 
Polk, 1980) which found no association between ‘psychic deprivation’ (the state of having no 
sense of purpose in life) and church participation. The non-significance of ‘perceived purpose 
in life benefits’ in this study can be explained through an observation of the Life Engagement 
Test (LET) items (Scheier et al., 2006), which were included in the survey to assess the degree 
to which the respondents experience a sense of meaning and purpose in life. An observation of 
the descriptive statistics reveal that respondents’ average score in these items is moderately 
high (¯x = 6.25 (CG); ¯x = 5.71(ICG)) in both sample groups. Thus, the lack of support for this 
hypothesis (H3) in both sample groups may be attributed to the fact that the respondents 
already feel fulfilled in their sense of purpose. Consequently, the respondents may not be 
motivated to further enhance their purpose in life through church participation. This argument, 
however, is speculative in nature and needs further empirical examination in future studies. 
 In addition to the main hypotheses, this study also incorporated a number of 
demographic factors as control variables. . It was found that club membership is positively 
related with church participation among both sample groups but the presence of child is only 
related to church participation for irregular church goers. On the other hand, it was also found 
that ‘country of origin’ is positively related with church participation among regular church 
goers The results therefore confirm previous research in this area which suggests that 
immigrants are more active participants in church activities as they see church as a place to 
connect with people from similar cultural background (Hurh and Kim, 1990; Kim and Pyle, 
2004). 
 
Research Implications and Limitations 
Studies in the past have linked perceived benefits with consumer involvement (Fatima and 
Razzaque, 2013), trust, positive attitude, and loyalty (Liu et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2012). Within 
the non-profit context, perceived benefits were also found to be the antecedent of membership 
commitment (Plewa et al., 2011). The present study has provided further empirical support for 
the importance of perceived benefits in encouraging participation among active and passive 
members in the church context. 
 The findings of this study could help marketers of religious organisations to design 
effective marketing communication strategies to target prospective church attendees. Previous 
studies have confirmed the relationship between positive perception of church brand 
orientation and perceived benefits associated with church participation (Casidy, 2013). The 
findings of this study suggest that the church should focus on integrating ‘social network’ and 
‘social benefits’ within their brand image to appeal to prospective church goers. A recent study 
suggested that the marketing of religion should “communicate in ways that are simultaneously 
aesthetic, poetic, and truthful: communication should tell stories that convey or point to a 
relevant truth, in a way that is visual or easily visualizable” (Abela, 2014, p.55). Thus, the 
church should communicate its positioning in the community as a ‘place to connect’ to further 
emphasise the social atmosphere of the church. Small group facilities and services labelled as 
“Connect Groups” might also appeal to those who see the church as a place to fulfil their social 
needs. 
 Several limitations of the study and future research directions are identified. First, the 
use of convenience sampling may reduce the representativeness of Australian population. It 
would be insightful for future studies to replicate this study using a probability sampling 
technique which can enhance the generalisability of the findings of this study. 
 Secondly, although the study has established the significance of ‘perceived benefits’ in 
encouraging ‘church participation’, there are other factors which should be taken into 
considerations such as family religious background, work commitment, and intellectual 
dissent. A recent study has found that the effects of religiosity on church attendance is 
moderated by “age, income, time available for socialization, desire to make a social 
contribution, and need for social interaction” (Granger et al., 2014, p.68). Thus, other factors 
such as work commitment and doctrinal beliefs should be taken into consideration in future 
studies. People with work commitment in the weekend may find it difficult to actively 
participate in church-related activities despite the positive benefits they associate with church-
related activities. Those who disagree with the doctrinal position of the church (intellectual 
dissent) may be less affected by ‘perceived benefits’ as their lack of participation is due to 
doctrinal issue rather than the benefits associated with church participation. A person may 
foresee several benefits from church attendance but eventually decline to participate due to 
doctrinal or objections. Consequently, future studies could incorporate other variables such as 
orthodoxy and family background as well as qualitative inventories relating to views about the 
church to complement the findings of this study. 
 In conclusion, the present study has provided useful insights into the role of ‘perceived 
benefits’ in encouraging church participation. The results presented in this study suggested that 
‘perceived benefits’, particularly social benefits, play an important role in encouraging church 
participation. It is expected that the study will be a catalyst to draw further attention on research 
in this important topic. 
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